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"Students Can Take Risks Here":
A First-Grade Teacher Learns
to Teach Writing
BY LAURA

s. PARDO

I

t is the last day of March and 18 first graders have settled their chairs in three neat rows near the front of
the room. They lean forward as they watch their teacher, Aileen, secure a large journal to the chalkboard
with two large magnets. Aileen picks up a green marker and begins drawing flower stems on the very top
of her journal page. She says, "I am going to draw a picture of my crocuses. Here are my purple ones" and she
switches to a purple marker. Aileen continues to draw-yellow crocuses and then some yellow daffodils, all the
time thinking aloud for her students.
Some children comment as she draws, "That's a tall flower," "We can see the crocuses," "I have crocuses and
daffodils in my yard too." Aileen keeps drawing and talking, at times responding to her students' comments.
When she has completed her drawing she begins to write in her journal directly below the picture she has
drawn. She talks through what she wants to say, tries out some words, and then begins to write. The children
chant along with her, spelling many high frequency words, and noticing endings (i.e., "ing" on morning).
As Aileen completes each sentence in her journal, she rereads it and then composes her next sentence. She
continues to think aloud as she models how a proficient writer completes a journal entry. When Aileen has
finished the entry, the students read the entire entry together. Intonation, inflection, and attitude are heard in
the voices of the 18 small children, especially when they read the last line of the journal: "they [the flowers} were
looking good!"
As the choral reading ends, Aileen quickly and quietly tells students that she will pass out their journals and
they should begin writing as soon as they move back to their seats. As she begins calling students' names, the
class moves back to the tables, and within minutes the students are drawing and writing in their own journals.

Introduction

Background

In the current political climate of No Child Left
Behind, high stakes testing, teacher accountability,
and curriculum and assessment mandates, teachers
continue to show up for work every day, to plan and
deliver effective lessons, and to meet the needs of the
children they are assigned to teach. This is not an
easy endeavor, particularly for novice teachers (i.e.
within their first 5 years of teaching) who teach in
schools with high levels of poverty and with students
who might be labeled "at risk." However, for teachers who are passionate and driven to succeed, there
is hope and promise for our nation's children. This
article presents the story of one such teacher.

This research evolved from my work with pre-service
teachers in a master's level literacy course. That
course was devoted to helping beginning teachers
understand and adapt effective literacy pedagogies
for their future classrooms. One unit focused on
learning to teach writing, and I found this task
difficult, partly because the teacher candidates in
my classes did not see writing instruction in the
classrooms where they observed and student taught.
Further, when I spoke to experienced classroom
teachers about teaching writing, they reinforced the
notion that teaching writing is difficult and it takes
time to shape effective writing practices. My own
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experiences as an elementary teacher confirmed that
effective writing practices developed over time and
with certain types of experiences.
This study was designed to look at beginning teachers' literacy instruction so that I could better understand the kinds of activities, experiences, readings,
and knowledge that were most helpful in supporting
novices as they developed writing practice. I was
interested in determining what sense beginning
teachers make as they put theory into practice.
While there were three teachers in my initial study,
this article will focus on the writing practices of
Aileen, a beginning first-grade teacher.

(Freedman, Dyson, Flower, & Chafe, 1987; Delpit,
1995; Dyson, 1993, 2003; Heath, 1983; Purcell-Gates,
1995). In particular, my research is founded on the
notion that the social and cultural context of schools,
homes, and communities and the interactions
between writers and these contexts must be studied
and understood.
Combining this early research in the writing process
and the more recent work in the social and cultural
fields, I synthesized some of the practitioner work
(Author, 2002) and formulated the following list of
effective writing practices found in elementary school
classrooms:
•
•

Research on Teaching Writing

Teach the writing process
Teach conventions (including spelling)

In order to situate my research and my teaching
• Ask students to revise their work
within the writing field, I turn briefly to the early
work in process writing that shaped my practice• Have students work with words
both as a former elementary teacher and as a college
• Develop learning communities
professor. This philosophy also illuminates the lens
• Provide regular and frequent time to write
through which I conduct and interpret research that ·•• Integrate skills and content (Calkins, 1983,
looks at writing in elementary classrooms. This per- l
1995; Christie, Enz, & Vukelich, 1975;
sonal philosophy has been shaped by the literature,
Fletcher,
1993; Flood and Lapp, 2000;
my practice as an urban elementary teacher, and
Graves, 1983, 1994; National Writing Project
my own beliefs and includes the following key ideas
& Nagin, 2003).
(Emig, 1983; Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981; Hayes &
Flower, 1980) about process writing:
There are several classroom models in place that
build
on these strategies including Morning Message
• Writing is a process involving a series of non(Kaufman,
2002; Mariage, 2001; Tompkins, 2003),
linear, recursive phases and these phases
Journal Writing (Tompkins, 2003) and Writing
include planning, translating, and reviewing.
Workshop (Calkins, 1995; Fletcher, 1993; Graves,
• Writing is goal-directed, and writers set their
1994). The vignette that opened this article demown goals.
onstrated Journal Writing and fit the needs of the
• Writing is learned through experiencing the
particular class of first-grade students at that time.
writing process.
•
•

Methodology

A more knowledgeable other can support
individual writers.
Aim, purpose, audience, and the writer's
features shape the process.

Perhaps because I was an urban elementary teacher,
I realized that cognitive research alone did not
provide a complete picture of learning to write, and
I sought out research that focused on the social and
cultural aspects of learning to write. More recently
researchers have conducted studies within a sociocultural framework and look at various social, cultural,
and linguistic areas of learning to write. These
researchers have influenced my thinking about how
to teach writing in urban settings to a great extent
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My methodology was ethnographic, qualitative,
descriptive, and used a case study approach (FlorioRuane, 2001). Aileen was a first-grade teacher at the
time of this study. This was her third school within
the mid-size urban district where she also did her
year-long internship. Aileen was a non-traditional
student; she had raised two children and gone back
to school to earn a teaching certificate after her sons
had graduated from high school. Aileen's 23 students
included two students who were labeled with ADHD
(Attention Deficit with Hyperactivity Disorder), four
students for whom English was a second language,
one student who was pulled out for Reading Recovery
daily, two students who were repeating first grade,
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and one student with Aspergers Syndrome. Fourteen
of Aileen's students were African American, four
were White, three were Asian, and one was Hispanic.
One student qualified for special education during
the school year, and a second was tested. Two of her
students had large numbers of absences and Aileen
suspected that one of her students was dyslexic. A
range of social and emotional issues were evident in
Aileen's students, and she described various students
as "easily distracted," "cries often," "delayed social
development," "poor attitude," "emotionally needy,"
and "immature."

made from each name. Overall, Aileen wanted her
to students to become readers and writers during
the school year. She encouraged her students to
take risks and to experiment in the classroom. She
claimed, "[students] can take risks here. That's my
philosophy. Try it. So what if you make a mistake."
This mantra was infused throughout the teaching
and learning occurring in Aileen's classroom.

Findings and Discussion

The main research question for this study was "What
influences beginning teachers as they learn to teach
writing in urban schools?" There were three main
I interviewed and observed Aileen across an entire
findings from this work. First, Aileen's teaching
school year during her writing instruction. Effective
context influenced the writing instructional deciand accepted qualitative methods such as interviews,
sions she made. Second, negative interactions within
observations, and field notes were utilized (Strauss,
the teaching context created tensions for her while
1987). As well, I conducted viewing sessions where
positive interactions within the teaching context
Aileen and I would watch a videotape of her writing
provided harmony and supported her growth towards
lesson from that day, and she would deconstruct her
effective writing pedagogy. Finally, Aileen's writing
instructional decisions so that I could determine the
~.. pedagogy emerged as she learned to manage her
knowledge sources and other influences that sup.:specific and unique sociocultural context. After disported her as she learned to teach writing. A materi. cussing these findings, I will also pose an additional
als discussion was conducted where she gathered all
question that arose as I analyzed Aileen's data.
the materials that influenced her literacy planning
and teaching. She then talked about each item,
Aileen,s Teaching Context
explaining what it was and how it supported her
Aileen's teaching context included the math, science,
writing instruction. Finally, I collected artifacts of
and technology focus of Forest Glen, the magnet
regular classroom practice, including lesson plans
school where she taught. Because Forest Glen
and curriculum and assessment documents.
was a magnet school, students who attended the
school were bused from across the district. Parents
Aileen's Writing Instruction
entered a lottery so that their children would have
Aileen's main writing instructional methods were
an opportunity to attend the school. It had a good
Morning Message and Journal Writing. She drew
reputation across the district, and there was usually
from additional activities such as letter-word charts
a waiting list. Half of each school day was focused
and name graphs. Letter-word charts consisted of
on math, science and technology and the children
a homemade chart for each letter of the alphabet.
worked in labs, wore white lab coats, and interacted
Aileen printed both the upper and lower case letter
with a number of teachers and other professionals
at the top of the chart and then asked students to
from the community. However, the focus on reading
tell her common words-including names of their
and writing was minimized, and this did not sit well
classmates-that began with that letter. She printed
with Aileen.
each word and drew a picture beside the word. The
completed charts spanned the length of the collapsAileen's college major was in child development, and
ible wall between Aileen's room and a computer lab.
she was passionate about teaching her young charges
in
ways that match child development theories. In
The name graphs contained each child's name,
particular, she felt that developmentally appropriate
followed by all the smaller words that could be made
meant:
by arranging and rearranging the letters in that
student's name. The chart was done on large graph
1. taking into account what is known about how
paper so that it was easy to see how many letters
young children develop and learn and matcheach child's name had and also to see how many
ing that to the content and strategies they
words (represented numerically on the graph) were
encounter in early childhood programs,
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2.

approaching children as individuals, not as a
cohort or group,

3. treating children with respect-understanding children's changing capacities and having
faith in children's continuing capacity to
change (Kostelnik, Soderman, & Whiren,
1993).

[The presenter] showed how she goes
through her thought processes, so the
children could understand where she is
with her thinking. I thought "oh my gosh"
I really need to do that with the kids.

Aileen was clear about her desire to establish a
learning community that built on child development
theories and to ensure that her students became
readers and writers before they left her classroom.
However, Aileen's version of a developmentally
appropriate first-grade classroom often did not
match the expectations of the parents and building
administrator, who kept the building's magnet focus
in the forefront of their thinking. In their minds, the
children were small scientists and mathematicians
who worked quietly and individually in rows or in
laboratories as they solved problems. Aileen wanted
her classroom environment to reflect a more open
setting as evidenced by this quote.

All of these aspects of the sociocultural context
within which Aileen functioned daily were influential
as she made pedagogical choices and developed effective writing practice.

Aileen Manages the Tensions and
Draws Energy from the Harmonies
The main tension in Aileen's teaching context came
from the traditional way that some of her colleagues
and the parents of her students expected schools to
work and the kinds of teaching and learning they
envisioned. Because a traditional way of teaching
(e.g., use of basal readers, scripted writing prompts,
children sitting in rows and recitation) did not match
Aileen's experiences, teaching preparation program,
and her own beliefs, she did not feel comfortable
adapting her teaching to match the teaching of her
colleagues or the expectations of the parents of her
students. Because she was confident in her own abilities and her understanding of how children learn,
she was able to manage this tension by staying true
to who she was and what she knew. Being able to
enact Journal Writing-which matched her notions
of developmental appropriateness provided Aileen
energy for meeting her writing goals for the school
year.

Some teachers like to have desks in their
rooms. I don't. I like to have tables. I
remember when I was little you were
never supposed to copy over from the
person next to you. But actually, in Kindergarten and 1st grade, having somebody
next to you that can do something and you
learning from them is okay. I say [to the
children] [looking at someone else's paper]
is okay, because I want you learn from
each other.
Aileen's context was also shaped by her years as a
mother and a paraprofessional in her son's elementary school. She had observed numerous literacy
lessons and worked with a lot of young children in
the previous 20 years, and this gave her confidence
and knowledge that other beginning teachers might
not have. Aileen also had a strong sense of humor,
and she felt her sense of humor helped her build a
community and establish rapport with her students.
Aileen had a repertoire of teaching strategies to draw
from that she gleaned from her teacher preparation
program, her years of experience in elementary
classrooms, her cooperating teacher during student
teaching, her attendance at local and state literacy
conferences, and from reading professional journals.
She had also attended a yearlong professional development workshop across her first year of teaching
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that provided her with a great number of balanced
literacy approaches. During the year of this study,
she attended a 3-day literacy academy provided by
her district in which the presenter focused on journal
writing. This was just the push Aileen needed to
shift from Morning Message-which she used in the
fall, to Journal Writing. She commented:

A second example of how Aileen managed tensions
and drew from the harmonies in her teaching context
was evident in the way Aileen thought of the interrelationships of the language arts. Aileen believed
that speaking, listening, reading, and writing should
be integrated throughout the school day. Aileen used
a morning seatwork activity that emerged students
in all four of these activities as well as allowed her
an opportunity to focus on phonemic awareness and
phonics. The worksheets had little stories on the top
and questions on the bottom. Aileen is convinced
that this daily routine supported the children in
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reaching the goal of writing paragraphs by the end of
the school year. Aileen said:
I had [the students] working, from almost
the beginning, on those little practice
sheets every morning. You really have to
get the kids writing out sentences. The
most difficult part was getting them to
reread their own sentences, making sure
they read the words that they wrote down.
Because math, science, and technology took the
entire afternoon, and first graders ate lunch during
the earliest time each day, the morning time-when
Aileen needed to teach all the language arts and fit
in specials throughout the week (e.g., music, art, and
gym)-was limited. By making good use of her time
and integrating the language arts, Aileen was true to
her understandings of how children learn and she fit
it within the constraints of the magnet focus of the
school.
Other harmonies existed for Aileen during the school
year. She had good working relationships with her
official mentor, her collaborating teacher from her
student teaching, her first-grade teaching partner,
and me. Aileen felt comfortable asking questions
when she didn't understand something, and she liked
engaging in conversations about teaching and learning. There were many times when she and I would
meet after school to view a videotaped lesson and
the sun would set as we discussed the challenges of
teaching. These relationships were a positive aspect
of Aileen's learning to teach journal writing.

Aileen,s Writing Pedagogy Emerges
Aileen recognized that she was different from her
students and that their home and school did not
mirror her own experiences of elementary school in
the 1950s. Aileen believed that parental support was
the key to children's early success in learning to read
and write, and while she encouraged the parents of
her students to work with their children at home,
she also realized that most of them did not. Because
of these differences in background experiences and
values, Aileen worked hard to meet the needs of all
of her students. She held a great deal of respect for
her students, and while she was never quite sure
that what she was doing was making a difference,
she pushed on.
Aileen's knowledge of teaching and students and her
own confidence and background experiences plus
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her strong desire and passion to be a good teacher
energized her. Aileen purposefully chose not to use
the basal reader and its corresponding workbooks,
but instead chose to select materials and pedagogies
that she believed would work for these students at
this time. She maintained a focus on the morning
seatwork papers, she utilized environmental print in
multiple ways, and she made connections between
reading and writing and oral language and fluency.
She integrated reading, writing, and speaking tasks
into her content area instruction-particularly math
and science. She focused on word identification
through spelling and phonics instruction, posting
and using high frequency words, and using challenging vocabulary when possible.
Aileen moved from Morning Message in the fall
semester to Journal Writing in the spring. She provided lots of opportunities for her students to write,
she modeled how effective writers compose, and she
taught specific mini-lessons to help her students
learn some of the skills of writing. If we revisit the
list of effective writing pedagogies for urban teachers we see that Aileen was able to create a writing
pr;ctice that not only matched her own expectations,
but also those of well known researchers.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
The discussion up until this point may lead the
reader to believe that Aileen's journey of learning
to teach writing was problem free. However, there
was one additional aspect of her learning to teach
that caused me to think deeply about what it means
to learn to teach literacy in urban settings. Because
Aileen's cultural experiences were different from her
students and she struggled with issues of difference,
I explored and analyzed her experiences through a
culturally responsive lens.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
Culturally responsive pedagogy emerges from the
intersection of culture and teaching and is based on
three propositions: academic achievement, cultural
competence, and sociopolitical consciousness (Ladsen-Billings, 1995, 2001). Academic achievement
is defined by the teacher's clear goals for student
learning, her devotion of class time to teaching and
learning, her ability to assess student learning and
articulate student progress, and her knowledge
and skill levels. Cultural competence includes the
teacher's understanding of culture and its role in
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education, initiative to learn about her students'
culture and community, use of student culture for
a basis of learning, and promotion of flexible use
of students' local and global culture. Sociopolitical
consciousness includes the teacher's knowledge of
the larger sociopolitical context, investment in the
public good, attempts to connect students to the
larger social context, and the belief that students'
success had consequences for their quality of life.
Aileen demonstrated great concern for the academic
achievement of her students. She held high expectations for all of her students, and I observed very
little "down time" in Aileen's classroom because she
thoughtfully planned engaging activities for her students. During viewing sessions, Aileen would often
point out particular students who needed extra help
with some skill, or who were improving in another
area. I also found that Aileen demonstrated sociopolitical consciousness. She purposefully chose to teach
in the urban district where she had student taught,
even though she had connections in the suburban
district. where she had worked as a paraprofessional
for a number of years. She also talked knowledgeably about federal policy and expounded on how it
affected her students. She claimed:
It makes me crazy. We are scrambling
as fast, as hard as we can now, and then
you're going to have people come in and
say you're not doing a good job. Think
about it. These politicians have been
educated themselves ... but they've never
seen the other side of the story. [A member
of the school board] lives in [an upper class
suburb] but keeps an apartment in [this
district] to keep his nose in our business
and that aggravates me. It's like you want
to bring down [our district]. Let's bring
up [our district], like [the urban district].
I'm from there and I'm trying ... What's the
matter with him?
This conversation made it appear as if Aileen understood the larger social and political context and the
role that her students played within it.
It was harder to determine whether Aileen was
proficient in the area of cultural competence. While
she was aware of the cultural differences that her
students brought to the classroom, it was not clear
how she viewed her role in relationship to these
differences. This was particularly true in the area
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of oral language. A majority of Aileen's students
spoke Black Vernacular English (BVE), three
ESL students spoke various Asian languages, and
another ESL student was a native Bosnian speaker.
Aileen valued the spoken word in her classroom
as evidenced through the talk that she encouraged
during literacy instruction throughout the morning
(including Morning Message, Journal Writing, and
morning seatwork). However, the spoken word that
she valued and promoted was Standard English.
Aileen realized that many of her students did not
say the "th" sound; instead they said an "f' sound.
These students might pronounce "math" as "maf' or
'bathroom' as "bafroom." Aileen consciously made
an effort to help her students hear the "th" in these
words. She showed them how the words were spelled,
and she told them that they would need to be able
to spell and pronounce words correctly as they grew
older. She explained why she did this:
I'm really picking on language because
I think first grade is the time when
[students] really have to learn about all
the mistakes they make and then start
correcting them. [They need to] realize
what mistakes they had and to realize how
people will interpret it. I tell them, you
misheard this, and that's okay.
This example seems to suggest that Aileen is not
culturally responsive because she assumed her
students "misheard" the ending of the word, not
that they were speaking a dialect that often leaves
off endings. Researchers (see for example, Delpit,
1995) have spoken about helping children of color
understand how to code switch, to teach them when
they need to speak Standard English, and when it is
okay to use the BVE dialect. Aileen never indicated
that she understood that her students might need to
know when to speak each code, and that as a part of
their culture, it was important for them to maintain
their home dialect. The following transcript of a
viewing session conversation after I observed Aileen
correcting a child's use of the word "bafroom" instead
of "bathroom" illustrated how Aileen thought about
children's grammar .
Author: Why do you correct grammar? Are you
taking into consideration the context? The
urbanness of the kids?
Aileen: I don't really think about that. I just
think about every child having, you know,
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you've got to start where they are and lift
them up. I did that with my own sisters when
they were little. I just would not let them get
away with saying words incorrectly. I wanted
them to sound smart.
Author: Do you tell your kids here, when you talk
to them about bathroom, that you want them
to sound smart?
Aileen: Uh, huh. When you go to work for your
employer, and you say bafroom, they're not
going to know what the heck you're talking
about.
This example made me question whether Aileen
knew anything about code switching and whether
she was explicitly addressing this with her students.
Aileen did express that the African American students in her classroom were more verbal than the
other students and that they used talk as a way to
make sense of the world and their surroundings.
She related her knowledge of predominately Black
churches, where members of the church called out
during a service in response to the preacher's message. She realized her African American students
were likely to call out in formal settings like church,
and in less formal settings at home and on the
playground. Because her students were relative
newcomers in schools, Aileen expected that many
of them were still confused about the use and role
of talk in schools. Aileen believed that culturally,
African American students are accustomed to using
oral language as a way to make sense of things,
and she wanted her students to be able to use this
strength in her classroom. It is interesting to note
that when her students were talking during Morning
Message or Journal Writing she did not correct their
BVE. Because the evidence here raised more questions than answers, I included the discussion here
to illuminate the complexities of learning to teach
literacy in urban schools.

Implications
There are several implications that emerge from
this work. However, this discussion would be remiss
without illuminating the fact that this notion of the
sociocultural teaching context and the connections
among the various elements of this teaching context
are not visible to beginning teachers. Also, when tension is felt between elements of a teaching context,
beginning teachers do not know what to do. Since the
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schools that our teacher candidates will be moving
into are likely to be full of various policies, mandates, and expectations, it seems imperative that
we address teaching context so that our beginning
teachers are better prepared to work into today's
schools.
First, beginning and pre-service teachers might
benefit from knowing about teaching context, what
it comprises, and how the elements interact with one
another. Teacher education, induction, and professional development are possible sites for teachers to
learn about teaching context. Those who are closest
to new teachers can most likely help them learn
about each school and district. Those meetings might
include discussions about decision-making processes,
particularly in light of writing curriculum and
assessment policies. It might include analysis of the
following ways that teachers make decisions when
confronted with multiple and conflicting aspects of
their teaching contexts.
Additionally, schools of education might work to
develop more complete conceptual understandings
of process writing and how one develops as a writer.
It might help teacher candidates if TE classes and
building mentors modeled the desired methods (i.e.
Writing Workshop). Engaging in case study methodology of effective and novice teachers of writing could
likely help beginning teachers practice decisionmaking skills. Education professors might facilitate
discussions that create opportunities for newly
constructed ideas to be shared and tested.

Conclusion
I began this article with a vignette from Aileen's
classroom, and I want to close with Aileen's words
about her journey of learning to teach writing
through this research project. She said:
This experience has been really positive.
I really had to think about how I wanted
to teach. I had these ideas in my head,
but you know, to be able to do it for you,
it was a good thing when you came in. It
reinforced my thinking ... I'm not doing
everything wrong here. I'm doing quite a
bit right.
While I'm not advocating that we ask all beginning
teachers to be subjects in research studies, I do think
that Aileen's case provides evidence for the support
that our beginning teachers need and the potential
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that exists for their future classrooms. Our new
teachers need help in negotiating their sociocultural
teaching contexts-especially in this time of political
uncertainty. After all, the future of our schools and
our children depend on them and their ability to
develop effective literacy practices.
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